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The Danish Community of Chicago
by PHILIPS. FRIEDMAN
INTRODUCTION
Although millions accepted the challenge of immigrating to America, that choice required extraordinary courage.
Even the initial task of leaving the homeland and traveling to
America often took on mythical proportions. Prior to the
journey, the immigrant needed to settle his affairs, selling for
cash the possessions which could be sold. Having decided to
emigrate to the New World, he did not expect to make the
long return trip for many years. 1 After gathering a few essential provisions and saying goodbye to his old home, the
immigrant and his family boarded a ship for the two-week
voyage. Every ship experienced uncertain weather. Countless passengers were threatened by unsanitary conditions,
unhealthy food, and even unsafe ships. Many immigrants
recorded the same thoughts on reaching America: relief that
they survived the crossing, cautious hope that the worst was
over, and jubilation about the new land before them.
Unfortunately,
difficult and painful times often
followed the arrival. For most Danes, the next step was to
travel to the Midwest by railroad and wagon. The trip from
New York to Chicago might take twenty-four grueling
hours. Those going further often found that there ·was
neither a railroad nor an improved road to their final
destination.
After reaching their new home by whatever means, the
immigrants found that numerous old world amenities had
not yet reached the undeveloped Midwest. Farm machinery
was always scarce and spare parts often impossible to find.
Where they lacked immediate shelter, new arrivals often
settled for improvised homes of wood, stone, clay, or even
mud. The immigrants frequently were most disturbed by the
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extreme loneliness of living in a sparsely populated area,
often devoid of community life. In addition to missing old
friends, immigrants longed for the familiar social institutions
of the homeland: the pubs, inns, and markets, for example.
The immigrants thus received a stern welcome to the
New World. But with their physical survival so intimately
tied to America, they could only accept their new home and
attempt to adjust. Their most pressing concerns were to find
work and learn the language, two tasks which would
provide the time and the ability to participate actively in
American cultural life. They demonstrated their integration
by embracing a church and taking part in its religious and
cultural programs; by joining interest groups; and by educating their children in American schools.
The interaction of the immigrant and America created
ethnic Americans and ethnic neighborhoods;
neither
European nor American, they were a stopping place between
the two. 2 From that vantage point, ethnic Americans could
look backward to their heritage, or forward to the American
society of which their descendants would be a part. Dorothy
Skaardal claimed that these Scandinavian communities
served as largely transitional institutions, bound to die once
their members had assimilated sufficiently. 3 Humbert Nelli
viewed ethnic neighborhoods as agents of americanization.
They were the staging grounds where immigrants adjusted
themselves and their old culture to the demands of American
life. Nelli agreed that these settlements served a transitional,
temporary function. 4
Many ethnic Americans refused to view their neighborhoods in those terms. They felt that life in America was a
practical necessity, but their hearts remained in the mother
country. 5 Often they believed that too much contact with
American culture would eventuate in the destruction of
important old world traditions, which the immigrant should
preserve instead. 6 Some groups successfully perpetuated
their European culture, particularly when these attempts
were bolstered by geographical isolation or religious nonconformism.
Dr. Skaardal was generally accurate, however, in
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predicting the early demise of Danish-American settlements.
The Danes raced through the transitional stage at a breakneck pace, stopping for only a generation in most ethnic
communities. In order to gain acceptance in American
society, they emphasized the importance of learning
English. 7 Only with a knowledge of the language could they
get good jobs and provide their children with the best
opportunities in America. 8 The Danes therefore supported
public education, showing little concern about whether these
schools would teach Danish. 9 Many Danish-Americans even
stopped speaking Danish among themselves, hoping to
accelerate their americanization. 10
The Danes underscored
their desire to become
Americans by withholding support from most DanishAmerican organizations. For example, Danish-American
newspapers have fared poorly relative to other groups, even
though Denmark has traditionally led the world in newspaper circulation per capita. 11 Danish weekly newspapers
generally disappeared quickly. Not a single daily publication
appeared in America. 12 Danish fraternal organizations never
attracted much interest, either. The largest, The Danish
Brotherhood, had a peak membership in 1917 of only 21,000
immigrants and descendants, when immigrants alone
numbered about two hundred thousand. 13 Danish churches
had a similarly small impact in America. Only about ten
percent of the Danes joined either of the two Danish church
groups. Both of them adopted the internal structure of
American churches. The larger, the United Danish Lutheran
Church, minimized the importance of preserving Danish culture as an element of the Danish religious heritage. 14 Thus
churches influenced less than five percent of the Danes to
retain something of the homeland.
Danish-American
historian John Bille concluded that the immigrants showed a
peculiar indifference to Danish traditions. 15
The relative weakness of Danish-American institutions
was fundamentally related to the rapid americanization
which the Danes underwent. Their successful assimilation
was recognized by contemporaries who supported and
opposed the trend. 16 In a study of immigrants employed in
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mining and manufacturing, the United States Immigration
Commission found that ninety-seven percent of the Danes
spoke English, more than any other nationality. 17 We will
see that they were equally successful at adapting themselves
occupationally and socially, at least in Chicago. This rapid
americanization contributed to the swift disintegration of the
Danish community of Chicago.
There are certainly sharp contrasts between the obvious
difficulties commonly faced by immigrants and the apparent
ease with which the Danes handled these problems. Was the
transition really as smooth as it appeared? In order to answer
this question, we will consider the expectations of Danish
immigrants, the realities they found in America, and their
adjustment to their new home.
In addition to the impact of American society, Danish
urban neighborhoods were obviously influenced by the
evolution of the surrounding city . 18 It is therefore necessary
to focus on Chicago's development in order to understand
how the city contributed to the relatively early demise of
Chicago's Danish settlements. By viewing the Danish community in the context of Chicago, we hope to interpret the
relationship between americanization and urban ethnic
group consciousness. Why did the Danes americanize so
quickly? How was it reflected in the evolution of their
neighborhoods and institutions? Finally, how did americanization affect the survival of the Danish community itself?
Chicago represents a unique opportunity to examine the
relationship between the Scandinavian immigrant and the
American city. Of America's largest cities, only Chicago had
a significant Scandinavian population. The city harbored
more Danes and more Swedes than any place outside of the
homeland. 19 While the Chicago Swedes have been studied at
length, little has been written about the Danes. Surely no
portrait of the Danish-American could be complete without
an analysis of the largest Danish settlement, which included
about ten percent of all immigrant Danes. 20 When compared
with the more common studies of rural Danes, this discussion could generate important inferences about the differing
immigrant experiences in urban and rural America.
-8-
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